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Introduction 


The idea that in the postcolonial world of today one needs to take a 
different look at the Roman Empire is at least fifteen years old (Millett 
1990). In this time, postcolonial thought has been invoked and introduced 
in archaeological and historical discourse in a variety of ways. While many 
in our discipline are excited about the possibilities offered by the new 
dialectic and reflexive approaches, it is less clear how best to use them. At 
one end of the spectrum are those who see ancient colonial encounters in 
the Mediterranean as just another instance of the same processes that 
characterized modern ones (e.g. Van Dommelen 1998). Others make a 
more cautious use of postcolonial tools, preferring to focus upon specific 
concepts, such as creolization, that seem to be particularly relevant for the 
ancient world. Or there is a use of postcolonial thought mostly for episte- 
mological, historiographical and reflexive purposes. This approach is more 
directly derived from literary theorists such as Bhabha or Said. It mainly 
deals with modern perceptions and constructions of the classical past, 
framed in the Foucaultian terms of the ‘politics of knowledge’. Although 
occasionally discounted as ‘ahistorical’, it is precisely this approach that 
has sparked a number of important contributions (Hingley 2000; Mar- 
chand 1996) in recent years. In a way, there seems to be yet another split 
between substantivists and formalists, as it were, looming at the horizon. 
The former dismiss the latter, if only implicitly or between the lines, as 
having little practical impact on the reconstruction of the past (Van 
Dommelen 2002). In return, the ‘formalists’ defend their reflexive ap- 
proach by emphasizing the gross assumptions that are necessary if one 
wants to apply postcolonial thought to the pre-modern world in a literal 
way, often with contrived and simplistic results. 

The present chapter positions itself primarily in the reflexive field, but 
without giving up on the possibility of making substantive statements 
about the actual Romans. Indeed, as I have argued elsewhere, a full 
deconstruction of modern nationalist ideas about Roman imperialism, to 
name just one topic, is naturally conducive to the opening up of new 
historiographic perspectives, which can result in a reassessment of estab- 
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lished concepts (Terrenato 1998a). In any case, if one really wants to take 
a fresh look at one of the most intensively studied segments of the human 
past, the only hope is to remove first some of the encrustations that an 
intensive scholarly activity has deposited over the years. This paper will 
therefore start with a critique of the analogy between Roman and modern 
imperialism drawn in Western nationalist historiography. Then it will 
briefly emphasize the structural differences that make a direct parallel 
between ancient and modern empires deeply misleading for the study of 
both entities. Particular attention will be paid to recent applications of 
postcolonial concepts, and the possible related pitfalls. Some avenues for 
a new interpretation of Roman colonialism will then be explored, and in 
particular of its possible comparative value within the broader debate on 
the archaeology of empires. It will be argued that pre-modern empires 
have very little in common with industrial ones, and that this structural 
difference, on issues such as ethnicity and social dynamics, can in fact 
provide us with a basis to generalize about ancient empires. However, a 
single thread possibly linking Rome and Western modernity may perhaps 
be found, not so much in the most obvious substantive aspects of the 
Roman Empire, such as economy or politics, but rather as the conquest 
unfolds in the growing number of individuals whose lives cease to fit 
traditional mentalities. These conclusions are based on a much larger 
work in progress on the archaeology of early Roman expansion and can 
only be briefly summarized here, but they will hopefully offer fresh alter- 
natives to received models. 

There are a few observations about the role of the Classical world in 
modern Western culture that are appropriate, even necessary, to intro- 
duce my deconstruction. It can be said that, despite their many strengths, 
the Classical disciplines do not have a strong record of contributing 
generalizations, comparative approaches and models to the wider field of 
the social sciences. At the same time, Romans and Greeks seem to have 
enjoyed a unique position in the imagery of Western culture, at the core of 
the very idea of historical development and with connections with issues 
that are still debated today, such as democracy, colonialism or ethnicity 
(Canfora 1980). There is hardly a major historiographical school that has 
not produced, explicitly or implicitly, strong views about the Classical 
world. Greece and Rome are maintained as the traditional starting point 
even in untraditional postmodern works (Said 1978). It is the only culture 
whose very name is a pre-emptive value judgment, defining the range of 
acceptable readings. It will be argued here, provocatively, that this range 
has been much narrower than one would think, in spite of the many trends 
and waves that have swept across the discipline, especially in the last fifty 
years. 

In other words, while the world of Greece and Rome has always been 
assigned a major role within general cultural discourse, its specialists are 
averse to looking outside the traditional boundaries of the discipline. 
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Everybody should be grounded in the Classics, but it is fine for Classicists 
to be ignorant of everything else. It is not surprising, therefore, that the 
interpretative tools most commonly used in this subject area may appear 
very unsatisfactory to practitioners confronted with wider debates and 
new discoveries. A full analysis of this complex issue would go far beyond 
the scope of this paper, even if some observations can be made. 

Inasmuch as a generalization is possible, there seems to be a marked 
tendency towards making modernist assumptions in many established 
approaches — what has been recently defined as a ‘high modernist’ bias 
(Scott 1998). In the most disparate schools and approaches, from idealism 
and historicism to positivism and Marxism, Classical antiquity has always 
been seen as containing prominent modern traits. There is a complemen- 
tary reluctance to attribute any ‘primitive’ trait to the Classical world, as 
if this would in some way defile our ancestry. This is also probably the 
main reason why Greece and Rome are seldom included in any broad 
comparative framework, side by side with non-Western, ‘savage’ cultures. 
Greece and Rome simply could not be treated with the same tools used for 
the colonized ‘natives’. For this reason, they are the only cultures that have 
remained outside the purview of anthropology, with only a few exceptions 
(Bettini 1991; Vernant 1983). 

A mention should be made at this point of the so-called ‘primitivist’ 
school in the study of ancient economies, most prominently championed by 
Moses Finley (1973). While it raised interesting points in response to 
contemporary materialist formulations, its impact is effectively confined 
to the demonstration that the classic capitalist mentality did not exist in 
the Greco-Roman world. There is no real, sustained attempt at recon- 
structing a whole culture that functions along lines that are different from 
modern ones. Indeed one can perceive between the lines the idealist, 
anti-materialist notion that capitalism is not an essential, defining part of 
modernity. Its absence makes the ancient world not more remote from us, 
but simply a purer version of Western civilization, unsullied by the greed 
and the scepticism of the industrial age. The works of R.G. Collingwood 
(e.g. Collingwood 1956) are perhaps the clearest expression of this view. 

The Classics play such an integral role in the construction of modern 
Western identity that virtually no one can push them away from us, in the 
primordial stew of ‘primitives’, without deeply shaking the received world- 
view (Terrenato 2002b). It is all the more surprising then that even 
approaches that supposedly transcend the constraints of nineteenth-cen- 
tury historiography, such as postcolonial and gender studies, have 
struggled to place themselves at an appropriate distance from the Classi- 
cal world. As mentioned, ancient imperialism and gender relations are 
almost always still seen to contain distinctive elements of the contempo- 
rary world, and thus to be susceptible to analysis with the same tools we 
use for their modern counterparts. 

There is an apparent paradox here, which needs to be addressed openly. 
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On the one hand there have been schools of thought that seem to agree on 
very little, such as nationalist, positivist, Marxist or postcolonial. On the 
other, all take for granted that a straightforward and unquestioned simi- 
larity between Classical antiquity and Western modernity exists and is a 
key element in the definition of both terms of the equation. The Western- 
ers are those whose culture is rooted in the Classics and the Classical 
world is the one whose values live on in Western culture. What they have 
in common can be presented in a positive or negative light, but it cannot 
be doubted, it would seem. Indeed it is enough to consider the scholarship 
on Roman expansion to realize that whatever happens to be the interpre- 
tation of modern imperialism at any time becomes the explanatory 
framework for its Mediterranean predecessor. The modern term in the 
equation, whether nation-state or empire, determines how the ancient one is 
constructed. This, more than anything else, shows that the centrality of Rome 
in Western culture is a passive one. While apparently a revered piece of the 
past, it is in reality a highly flexible element which is freely shaped to fit 
current ideological needs (Terrenato 2002a). The only element that remains 
unchanged is the belief in the epoch-making significance of the Roman 
conquest and in its relevance as a model for modern events. 

These reflections are not meant to be critical of the theories mentioned, 
but rather of the way in which they have been applied. Universal frame- 
works, such as Marxism or structuralism, often end up being distorted in 
order to interpret antiquity. One cannot escape the disturbing feeling that 
the choice of one or another of these theoretical options is made a priori 
with little consideration of its actual and specific heuristic value. Under- 
standably, the vast majority of practitioners hardly ever ventures outside 
the boundaries of Classics, happy with empirical and substantive conclu- 
sions, or at best with ad hoc theories to explain a single event or trend. An 
alternative to avoid the stale dichotomy between comparativism and 
contextualism could be found in a ‘middle range discourse’ combining a 
global framework with sensitivity for the context. Borrowing from histori- 
cal anthropology, it may be possible to come up with reconstructions that 
explain individual phenomena with reference to a general historical inter- 
pretation. The goal is the creation of a bottom-up historiographical theory, 
an a posteriori worldview. In this perspective, a re-analysis of Classicity 
can have crucial implications for our overall perception of Western history, if 
we only cast aside the blinkers that focus our field of vision on limited issues 
of local significance. We no longer need it as an idealized past, but we can 
study it as a crucial passage in the formation of the contemporary world. 


Retrospective 


Roman expansionism and colonialism perhaps best exemplify the issue 
being addressed here. It is precisely their role as archetypes for modern 
nationalism and imperialism that has long prevented scholarship from 
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moving beyond some basic assumptions. It is enough to remark how the 
intense debate on Roman imperialism has always been focussed only on 
what happened in Rome, ignoring the role of the communities being 
incorporated (Keay and Terrenato 2001). Such basic choices actually make 
the historical inquiry in many ways a foregone conclusion, for Marxists 
and idealists alike. It is remarkable how much unexplored ground there 
still is in what could seem to be an overstudied subject; and looking at 
pre-nationalist historiography offers important evidence. That alternative 
approaches are possible is shown by the radical transformations that took 
place in the perception of the Roman Empire, in parallel with the emer- 
gence of nationalism at the beginning of the nineteenth century. Rome had 
of course been a key cultural and political icon ever since the Middle Ages 
(Folz 1953), but the political uses to which it had been put were very 
different. While the Roman Empire remained a paragon of clear laws and 
high moral virtues, a much greater space was left for pre-Roman and 
non-Roman components of the picture. Especially in the eighteenth cen- 
tury, the Enlightenment thinkers were very critical of the autocratic 
political system and, in Italy for instance, emphasized instead the impor- 
tance of local cultures and autonomies, a trend known as ‘municipalismo’ 
(Venturi 1984). Underlining the long tradition of small independent Ital- 
ian states (or even city-states), Roman Italy was described as a federation 
of autonomous communities and the continuity between its municipia and 
the medieval communes was stressed and seen as a long-term trait 
characterizing the whole history of the peninsula. 

It was only with the Romantic period that the idea that Rome had a 
mission to bring together and civilize disparate and ignorant peoples 
became dominant (Christ and Momigliano 1988). A crucial role in the 
creation of this new image was played by German scholars: Niebuhr’s 
Roman History (1812) was the one of the earliest and most influential 
works in this sense, followed shortly afterwards by Mommsen’s work. In 
this new wave of historical reconstruction, Rome’s trajectory was believed 
to be pointing the way ahead for the fragmented geographical spaces 
represented by contemporary Germany and Italy. Tellingly, as observed 
by Jerzy Linderski (1984), Mommsen regarded Roman territorial expan- 
sion beyond the natural boundaries of the peninsula as a crucial mistake, 
ultimately responsible for the fall of the Empire. In his view Rome should 
have unified a nation-state, just like the ones that were being put together 
in Germany and Italy in his time, instead of a heterogeneous and far-flung 
empire. A role-model was created in this way for nationalists everywhere 
across Europe, who were often facing the precise problem of combining 
very heterogeneous communities. 

In order to support such an ideological subtext, the making of the 
Roman Empire had to be described as the irresistible and pervasive 
triumph of a higher culture (Desideri 1991). Consequently, in archaeologi- 
cal terms, great attention was paid to those data sets (such as urban 


63 


Nicola Terrenato 


layout, public monuments and elite manifestations in general) which 
conformed to the expected pattern of cultural diffusion (Terrenato 2001). 
For most of these works what Philip Freeman (1996) has observed for 
British scholarship is generally true, that explicit comparisons between 
ancient and modern times were very rare, while they are much more 
common in popular literature or contemporary political writings. If clear 
evidence for the connection between ancient and modern empires is not 
easy to pin down, this may also be due to the reluctance that Classical 
scholars have always had for any kind of comparative argument (Vasunia 
2008). It does not follow, however, that the contemporary situation was 
not playing a large role, implicitly shaping the belief that Roman culture 
had been pervasive, for the simple reason that it had been more rational, 
more politically and technologically advanced, more tasteful and more 
economically productive than any other pre-modern culture. 

With the intensification of European colonial exploitation in the second 
half of the nineteenth century, the emphasis progressively shifted from 
Rome as a nation-state to Rome as a colonial empire. This image was 
becoming more and more appropriate for France and Britain as well as 
Germany and Italy, effectively universalizing the dominant view about the 
value of the ancient world. As observed by Frézouls (1983) and Hingley 
(2000) among others, Roman terminology and symbols were adopted to 
create a fictitious precedent to legitimize the unprecedented cultural 
treatment of colonized lands. The recourse to Roman terminology, imagery 
and symbols is a common thread linking the most varied forms of modern 
imperialism (see also the papers collected in Hingley 2001). Its use was 
almost always meant to convey the basic message that colonization is 
morally and materially a good thing for all those involved in it. By 
construing Rome as an idealized benevolent power, nobly taking on the 
burden of bringing light to the savages, scholarship performed an impor- 
tant reinforcing function for the dominant views in Europe of that time. 
Such a central role in colonialist ideology naturally placed strong con- 
straints on how the history of Rome could be narrated. In Italy, this 
movement climaxed with Fascism, which made extensive use of Roman 
imagery, starting with the fasces themselves (e.g. Manacorda and Tamas- 
sia 1985; Munzi 2001). In short, the nationalist-colonialist view of the 
Roman Empire had a good hundred and fifty years, up until the mid-twen- 
tieth-century decolonization, to become crystallized and engrained in both 
scholarly and popular culture. 

After World War Two, however, there was in theory no longer any need 
for frameworks of this kind, and materialist and Marxist approaches 
became more common, especially on the continent. Without entering here 
into the intellectual details, it is enough for the purposes of this paper to 
point out that Romanization was again perceived as a progressive and 
uniform phenomenon, which resulted almost mechanically from the inte- 
gration of the peninsula in large-scale production (Carandini 1985a). 
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Indeed, the fundamental event, in these analyses, was suggested to be the 
introduction of a new mode of production, which was closer to modern 
capitalism. Archaeological support for this new model was sought and 
found in the mass production of artefacts such as amphorae or fine ceramic 
wares (Giardina and Schiavone 1981). The ubiquitous distribution of these 
indicators of intensive agriculture, specialized crafts and long-distance 
trade seemed to support the concept of Italy as a uniform economic system. 
Such modernist views on ancient economics show, even more clearly than 
in the previous idealist period, the influence that the industrial European 
world has had on our perceptions of Rome. Explicit comparisons were now 
drawn, for instance, between Roman and American slavery (Carandini 
1985b). What concerns us here, is that again this perspective needed to 
assume that the Roman conquest had produced an homogeneous, more 
advanced entity, which came so close to early modern economic standards 
as to be called proto-capitalist. 

All this thinking entrenched more deeply the image of the great empire 
as an archetype, having its own absolute and paradigmatic value. While 
the use to which this image was put changed according to the prevalent 
ideology, what is more important is that some basic elements became 
crystallized as inherent in this segment of the Western past (Woolf 1998). 
To give just one example, the idea that expansion was a process driven by 
Rome which revolutionized the Mediterranean has grown into an axiom 
that has held true for Romantic, idealist, positivist, nationalist, liberal and 
even Marxist reconstructions (Terrenato 1998a). 

With the development of postcolonial approaches in the last two dec- 
ades, research on folonialism has explored a number of new avenues. This 
stimulated a series of new researches on ancient colonialism that made 
use of innovative concepts such as creolization, hidden resistance or 
colonial anxiety (Mattingly 1997; Webster and Cooper 1996). While such 
works undoubtedly enriched our perspective, the fundamental assump- 
tion underpinning all modern views about Rome went substantially 
unchallenged. Ever since the Renaissance, Rome has been believed to be 
a close parallel of the modern world, in fact the closest approximation to 
modernity in the whole of pre-1700s history. When, in postcolonial times, 
the defining traits Rome supposedly had in common with the modern 
world became less palatable, they were simply cast in a negative light, 
rather than radically reassessed. Thus, even at a time of critical reconsid- 
eration of the colonial phenomenon, it still proved impossible to assess 
Roman expansion independently of the perception of its alleged modern 
equivalent, 

Thus we come again to the conclusion that Rome has had a surprisingly 
passive role in our historiography, and because of that, some major 
mismatches between antiquity and modernity have largely been ignored. 
A full comparison between ancient and modern imperialism would of 
course be a colossal enterprise, but basic differences are revealed as soon 
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as the surface is scratched. Evidence that the very nature of the two 
phenomena is starkly different is provided by the situation of elites. 
Especially in the Mediterranean basin, which had largely been urbanized 
long before the conquest, non-Roman aristocracies played an important 
role in negotiating the terms of the incorporation of their communities 
within the Roman Empire and in participating in the benefits of the 
Empire. The wide-ranging horizontal social mobility that had charac- 
terized the Iron Age meant that ethnic boundaries were easily crossed, in 
a way that later would be made impossible by the emergence of national- 
ism. In many cases, incorporation can be described in terms of Roman and 
non-Roman aristocratic families building upon a tradition of intense po- 
litical interaction to develop a new and stronger political network. They 
created (or joined) an overarching political structure that protected their 
common social interests vis-A-vis commoners. Evidence for this can be 
found in the brilliant careers that local leaders could make, all the way to 
the Senate and even to the imperial throne. To appreciate the deep 
structural differences with modern empires, it is enough to try to imagine 
an Indian Rajah becoming a member of the House of Lords in the after- 
math of the British conquest. 

That ethnicity was not a major determinant among the cultures of the 
Roman Empire is clear when one looks at citizenship, which had little to 
do with ethnic origin. Being Roman was mainly a political, legal and social 
status, and was perfectly compatible with citizenship of local towns. It was 
not an indication of cultural provenance in any way. Indeed it was rou- 
tinely granted to descendants of former slaves, who could sometimes rise 
quickly within society, especially as protégés of the family of the ancient 
owners. Again, the modern equivalent would be represented by freed black 
slaves sharing the same grave and tombstone with their former masters, 
or their descendants holding government offices in the United States 
before emancipation. These points may seem obvious and simple, and 
indeed the evidence supporting them has been well known for some time 
(Fabre 1981; Panciera 1982), but it was hardly ever brought to bear in 
discussions about Roman imperialism, which in itself is revealing. It 
should be added that the purpose here is not to disparage comparative 
approaches in general by highlighting superficial variability, but to em- 
phasize the structural differences between Western modernity and 
Classical antiquity. Once this equation is removed, it becomes apparent 
that pre-modern complex cultures indeed display remarkable similarities 
and that there is much to be learned from comparisons that go beyond the 
Mediterranearx, The Greek and Roman world fits much more naturally in 
the context of other cultures centred upon aristocratic land-holding clans. 
This approach could only have been overlooked in the past hundred and 
fifty years because of the need to find precedent and justification (or 
damnation) for modern colonialism in the ancient world. In this perspec- 
tive, it can be argued that the contribution that postcolonial thought could 
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make to our discipline is to facilitate a consideration of ancient empires in 
their own terms, free from the heavy ideological baggage introduced by 
considerations of modern colonialism. 


Prospective 


For those who abandon the modern world as a yardstick for the ancient, 
exciting perspectives and spacious new vistas may suddenly open up. The 
Roman world can appear as a particularly well-documented case of inter- 
action among a great number of heterogeneous small-scale communities, 
resulting in the creation of a much larger political entity. A major redefi- 
nition of the nature of the Roman Empire (and of other ancient empires as 
well) could be around the corner. Once again, only some quick observations 
can be made here. Conforming to the bottom-up approach advocated 
before, rather than attempting an a priori definition of Roman colonialism, 
it may be more productive to look at what actually happens in cultural 
terms to some social groups once they become involved in new forms of 
interaction within the empire. In the process, some key concepts may end 
up being reformulated in unusual ways. Postcolonial thought can indeed 
provide some of them, but they have to be discussed in terms that are 
appropriate for pre-modern societies. 

A good starting point is offered by ethnicity, which figures prominently 
in Romantic and nationalist frameworks, but is now approached in a less 
straightforward way. As Woolf (1997) has proposed several times, it is 
time to go beyond the stale dichotomy opposing Romans and natives, and 
he has consequently emphasized the cultural novelty of what the colonial 
encounter produces. This can be taken a radical step further, assessing 
whether ethnic boundaries are really of any use in understanding the 
cultural implications of the Roman conquest. An interesting exercise is to 
see whether it is possible to describe the trajectories of broad sociological 
groups across the empire without any ethnic qualification; in other words, 
to see whether distinguishing, for instance, between Roman and non-Ro- 
man peasants is necessary to understand the cultural and social processes 
that are taking place. If we look at Mediterranean agricultural non-elite 
communities as they become part of the Roman Empire, we may see 
surprising similarities in different contexts. Almost everywhere rural 
peasants were bound by customary obligations to their lords and formed 
cohesive small-scale social entities that were resistant to change. The 
same can be said for all those other social actors — servants, small-scale 
craftsmen, clients and so on — who could only function with the protection 
and brokerage of their patrons. Individuals fitting within these networks 
clearly represented the vast majority of Mediterranean society, both be- 
fore and after the conquest. Their cultural make-ups displayed a great 
variety, but they generally shared a stable, coherent and self-replicating 
worldview, which helped them to make sense of their experience. These 
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common structures were only moderately affected by Roman expansion. 
While tastes and fashions among the elites quickly came and went, 
development in these conservative groups only happened slowly and 
within a limited range, allowing cultural continuity and self-consistency 
to be maintained. 

Indeed, rural cultural structures, accounting for the bulk of the popula- 
tion, went practically unaffected in many regions, as is attested by the 
stability of settlement patterns, productive behaviours and vernacular 
architecture. When new events threatened this consistency, active resis- 
tance could be deployed to defend the customary arrangements, as some 
North Etruscan examples show (Terrenato 1998b). This was argued first 
for Britain by Reece (1988), but is now apparent in other, more central 
areas. It can be seen largely to hold true in the case of the original Latin 
groups, with the exception of Rome itself. Even the colonies founded by 
Rome are now viewed in a very different light. Rather than massive 
settlements of ‘Romans’ in ‘native’ lands, what went on in most cases was 
mainly a political and territorial reorganization, largely involving non-Ro- 
man people already residing in the area, and carried out by the central 
power with the co-operation of native elites (Bradley 2001). The world of 
interactions opened up by the emerging empire was experienced only very 
indirectly by these peoples. Their fine wares might now have come from 
two thousand rather than two hundred miles away, but this did not 
disrupt their perception of the world or challenge their identity in any 
major way. This, it is worth stressing once more, is in sharp contrast with 
modern empires, where there is an active attempt at imposing a dominant 
culture in a capillary way, by means of dominant discourses enforced in 
schools, churches, government offices and courtrooms, leaving no other 
option but silent resistance and counterculture for those wishing to retain 
their traditional order (Scott 1985). 

The situation was completely different for elites, both Roman and 
non-Roman. Not only was it they who put the empire together, but their 
lives were radically changed in the process. Elite groups had been in 
contact across the Mediterranean ever since the Archaic period (if not the 
Bronze Age), but, as overarching structures came into being, the scope for 
such interactions was dramatically expanded. Although different in na- 
ture, a number of things that elites did to and with each other can be seen 
to fall within the same sphere of social behaviour. Exchanging gifts, 
establishing networks and factions, vying for power at the city and empire 
level, intermarrying and plotting, murdering and adopting, to name only 
a few, were activities that aristocrats engaged in to further themselves 
and the clans they ruled (Terrenato 2003). Roman expansion and colonial- 
ism delimited a new and fairly level playing field where such games could 
be played with a degree of order and for higher stakes. Here ethnic origins 
counted for very little (again in sharp contrast with modern situations). 
Factions and networks easily crossed cultural and political boundaries, 
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but rarely social ones. There seemed to be a basic understanding that 
elites would always stick together in the face of commoners, above any- 
thing else. Elite competition and conflict was virtually never allowed to 
disrupt the social hierarchy. Thus, families of all sorts and backgrounds, 
as long as they were of the right social extraction, had access to an 
unprecedently vast arena of enormous potential and relative fairness. 
Clan leaders from the four corners of the known world had a reasonable 
chance, unknown in modern empires, of influencing the decision-making 
process, through the Senate or the magistracies, or simply by lobbying 
their friends, pulling strings and throwing their weight about. 

Of course, all good things come at a price. This was not so much in the 
giving up of a theoretical freedom (as Romantic historians maintained), 
but rather in a strain on the relationships with their communities of 
origin. The majority of aristocrats under the Empire came from a line of 
quasi-feudal chiefs who owed their status and protection to their subordi- 
nates. Throughout the conquest, such ties were generally honoured as 
much as possible. Ideally, the best strategy for those elites was to act as 
brokers for their communities’ relationships with the larger state, without 
relinquishing the culture they shared at the local level with commoners 
(Slofstra 1983). To accomplish this, they often developed a Janus-like 
quality, with different identities for different contexts. Combining the role 
of feudal lords at home and cosmopolitan jet-setters in the capital was no 
easy juggling act, as the Russian nobles in Chekhov’s plays painfully come 
to realize. In the long run, such fragmentation of social roles, such multi- 
plication of identities and personas began to tell on the cultural stability 
of many elite groups. 

While the internal homogeneity of most small-scale communities was 
never under a severe threat and they were able to go on as self-contained 
organisms able to deal with empire-wide political and economic convul- 
sions, things were less easy in other contexts. The elites that had resettled 
to the big cities tended to lose contact with their backgrounds, especially 
as they became embroiled with new social actors, who represent a third 
broad sociological group. The very organizational structure of the empire, 
linking together slow-moving communities, necessarily produced fast 
change in some specific contexts. The enhanced long-distance networks, 
represented by trade, warfare or administration, required some individu- 
als to become part of new cultural and social groups. This was a by-product 
of expansion which in all likelihood was not expected by the empire-build- 
ers themselves. The alliance of aristocracies that underpinned the Roman 
state always had as one of its major aims that of preserving traditional 
loyalties and existing social orders. But the human machinery required to 
make the empire work ironically ended up producing an increasing num- 
ber of individuals who fell outside the sphere of traditional values and thus 
were potentially a threat to the traditional order. 

Uprooted from their contexts of origin, thrown together in a few huge 
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commercial and administrative centres, enriched or impoverished beyond 
expectation, a growing number of members of the Roman Empire were 
faced with a reality for which their upbringing was of limited help. New 
identities became necessary. Thus, some people came to think of them- 
selves as belonging to a certain legion, or trade guild, or even as supporters 
of a certain chariot racing team. This only very partially compensated for 
the lack of a traditional world view or a shared cultural grammar. What 
set them apart from the majority was not any specific ingredient, but 
rather the inherent heterogeneity of their mentalities. This phenomenon 
might occasionally be associated with colonial situations, with new settle- 
ments, but it was certainly not confined to them and was not determined 
by any conscious colonizing attempt. It was the price to be paid for having 
brought such a big empire into existence. 


Conclusions 


Roman expansion and colonialism have been brutally simplified here, 
characterizing them by looking at the actual actors involved rather than 
at the process as an abstraction, for two main reasons. The first is to try 
to provide a model, which can be of use to archaeologists dealing with other 
colonial cases. It has been argued here that the main cultural tensions in 
the Roman Empire were between small-scale conservatism and global 
trends — between customary power and Mediterranean-wide political 
games, between traditional forms of surplus circulation and elements of 
market economy — more than between Romans and natives or colonizers 
and colonized. Indeed — and here lies the other reason — such generaliza- 
tions can apparently stand for entire social layers, irrespective of ethnic or 
political boundaries. This means that we are moving on a completely 
different plane from that of most postcolonial discourse, at least in its most 
frequently used forms. Some of its key concepts, such as resistance or 
creolization, assume colonial encounters in which ethnic factors have an 
overriding importance. While this might be appropriate for the modern 
world, its retrojection onto antiquity seems largely a hangover of that 
passivity discussed above. We have to come round finally to the notion that 
pre-modern empires were structurally different from later ones, not more 
primitive (in fact one can argue that an obsession with ethnicity is not a 
good thing in itself) but simply different, organized along different fault 
lines from modern ones. 

In this perspective, the one element that can be construed as working 
in a similar way in both worlds is cultural identity and the factors 
impinging on its integrity. For the Roman Empire, it has been suggested 
that, as cities, empires and other sophisticated networks emerged, a 
growing number of individuals were faced with new challenges requiring 
adaptation and questioning of the established cultural order. The re- 
sponses to these stimuli varied according to the contexts. Traditional 
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communities actively resisted elements that threatened their internal 
consistency. This, incidentally, was the only form of resistance that we see 
happening regularly in pre-industrial times. It is important to stress that 
resistance of this kind, in contrast with what befalls modern popular 
movements such as the Vandée in France or the Sanfedisti in Southern 
Italy, was largely successful in allowing communities to retain their 
distinctive traits and to slow down change to an acceptable tempo. 

In some other cases, arguably the minority, such strategies do not or 
cannot work. Traumatic events may unsettle existing communities or 
clashes may emerge in newly formed ones. Such fragmented communities 
naturally strive to regain a degree of cultural balance, of homogeneity. 
Refunctionalizing existing elements and adding new ones may reduce 
internal contradictions. New local power structures regrow and rearrange 
themselves along more traditional patterns. Such reorganization cannot 
be effected all at once, however. Each generation can only adjust to a point, 
without upsetting further the delicate balance. Given enough time, they 
may succeed in coping with the stress of change, in digesting it, as it were. 
Many traditional communities indeed probably have one or more such 
episodes in their past. This may have been as true of Roman colonies as it 
was of early Spanish colonialism in central America. 

In some areas and in some contexts, however, change keeps following 
change, and newcomers newcomers. The imperial administration, for 
instance, grew and evolved rapidly throughout the Empire. Long-distance 
trade ebbed and flowed across the Mediterranean. Armies were mobilized 
and restationed all the time. All this, let me repeat once more, happened 
on a level that affected only a minority of the people living in the Roman 
Empire. But those who were involved in it might find themselves continu- 
ously trying to keep abreast of their ever-changing life conditions, thus 
accumulating further contradictions as older surviving traits kept clash- 
ing with new ones. This is where a sort of colonial anxiety could really 
become an issue for specific individuals in different ethnic contexts. In a 
way, this anticipates what would happen on a much larger scale in modern 
colonial encounters. Only, because in the latter case cultural disruption 
happened on a major scale, anxiety and contradiction become a global 
problem that defines the process itself, rather than just a minor side-effect. 

Loss of identity apparently increased as the parable of the Roman 
Empire unfolded. For example, a growing number of people placed their 
hopes for harmony on cults promising deferred salvation. They charac- 
teristically spread where traditional culture had lost its grip, in large 
cities, among the soldiers, the traders, the elites. While the bulk of the 
Romans stayed safely within the bounds of cultural self-replication, the 
fate of some of them may indeed remind us of some of the challenges of 
modernity. Not forgetting that a general problem of today was limited to 
a minority then, some useful comparisons can perhaps be drawn. Roman 
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colonialism, far from being a cute scale model of our own, can at best show 
us a germ of what went hugely wrong in modern Western culture. 


Note 


1. This chapter was originally conceived as a submission to a session on the 
archaeology of colonialism at the Third World Archaeological Conference (later 
published in Lyons and Papadopoulos (eds) 2002), but did not become part of it. It 
was given in Cambridge in 2001 at the invitation of the editors and later developed 
and presented at a session of the 2002 meeting of the Society for American 
Archaeology in New Orleans, organized by Sara E. Bon. Thanks are due to the 
many who provided interesting feedback during the long gestation process of this 
work, and especially to Peter Van Dommelen, Sara Bon, Greg Woolf and Phiroze 
Vasunia. 
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